His horse was to be surrendered at the hostelry of the Mercanti,
facing the quay of the same name, between which and the inn at
Chiayari where Prospero had hired it a posting service was established.
Since the friend upon whom he depended was no longer in Genoa
to house him, since others to whom he might have turned would no
doubt be similarly absent, and since the city gates would now be shut,
so that he could not if he would escape from this necropolis, he must
hope to lie the night at this inn of the Mercanti. Tomorrow he would
consider what to do.
He went slowly and cautiously on a horse that slithered under him
on the steep declivity and at moments would stand still, shivering in
the dark. He met no one. Twice only was that graveyard silence
broken, and then by sounds of lamentation from houses that he passed.
He came at last from the blackness of the steep, narrow ways into
the open lighter space at the waterside. A sickle of moon was rising
over the sea, and in the faint light the old mole made a long black
silhouette athwart the dark gleam of water. Lofty rigging of galleons
and shorter rigging of galleys at anchor in the spacious harbour reared
a faint tracery against the sky. Here, where normally even to a late
hour the activity was that of a hive, there were at least some feeble
signs of life. He met odd stragglers who called a greeting to him as
they went. And at a distance of half a bowshot from where he had
emerged a rhomb of yellow light -clove the darkness to illumine the
quay of the Mercanti and the boats that were moored against it. He
caught oddly discordant sounds of hilarious voices, snatches of song
and the twanging of some string instrument. This would be the inn
of the Mercanti. At least they were alive here, though Prospero won-
dered was this liveliness less than horrible. Again, and more vividly
now, because he was more informed, he gathered the impression of
ghouls at play, of creatures obscenely merry in a graveyard. And the
impression when presently, his horse surrendered, he beheld the
company, was confirmed.
Hitherto he had known that inn as a house frequented by the better
class of those concerned with the business of the port: merchants,
officers from the ships or of the harbour, owners of vessels, and even
some of the lesser patricians whose interests were maritime, whilst
women were never seen, at least in the public apartments of the
hostelry. But tonight, under the vaulted ceiling of the long common-
room, the company at the trestle tables was made up of the scourings
of the port. The best of them were under-wardens from the galleys or
the bagnio, the worst just common seamen and quayside porters with
a sprinkling of the waterside queans and harpies who in every port lie
in wait for seafaring men, but none of whom in ordinary times would
have dared to cross the threshold of the Mercanti.
And they were gay in there, under the smoking oil-lamps that hung
from the beams overhead, gay with a noisy, hysterical, abandoned
gaiety into which fear and defiance seemed compounded. It was
laughter with a shudder behind it; the loud, hollow laughter with
which men dissemble the panic in their hearts whilst they deride their
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